In this article, I consider the figure of the imaginary gypsy in film,1 narrowing down my focus to the phenomenon of Balkan gypsy films without losing sight, however, of "the uniquely transnational phenomenon of Gypsy films" (Iordanova 2003: 6) . My central object of analysis is the Yugoslav film I Even Met Happy Gypsies/Skupljaći perja. There are several reasons for directing the spotlight towards it: it is not the first cinematic work to take up the topic of gypsy lifestyle in European or, for that matter, in Yugoslav cinema, yet it occupies a prominent place in that history. Written and directed by the Serbian filmmaker Aleksandar Petrović, the film is still considered to be "one of the most significant and influential films to come out of Socialist-Yugoslavia", bringing its maker international recognition and a long list of awards. Only at the time of its release, it received the Grand Prix at Cannes Film Festival (1967) , the International Critics' Prize (1967) , the Golden Arena prize at the 14th Yugoslav National Film Festival in Pula (1967) , as well as an Oscar and Radmila Mladenova is a PhD Student at the Slavic Institute of Heidelberg University. Address: Slavisches Institut Heidelberg, Schulgasse 6, D-69117 Heidelberg, Germany. E-Mail: R.Mladenova@stud.uni-heidelberg.de 1. I employ the designation 'gypsy' to refer to the cultural construct, the literary artefact, the phantasm as the meaning of the term has been elaborated by Klaus-Michael Bogdal (2011) and by Hans Richard Brittnacher (2012) , hence the omitted initial capital letter in 'gypsy'. The term 'Roma', conversely, will be used in the rare occasions when I make references to real people.
Golden Globe nomination for best foreign film (1968) (cf. Sudar 2013: 123-44) .
Over the years, I Even Met Happy Gypsies has served as an inspiration and a source of motifs for a whole wave of Balkan gypsy films. It is treated, by and large, as a cinematic masterpiece readily winning everybody's praise: from film specialists, critics and professional filmmakers to ordinary fans. In her seminal book Cinema of flames: Balkan film, culture and the media, Dina Iordanova pays ample attention to Petrović's oeuvre, placing it in the category of "Yugoslav Roma classics" and pointing to its limited international exposure as the main reason why it has been relegated to the shadow of Kusturica's all-time favourite Time of the Gypsies (2001: 220-3) . With an article in Central European Review, the film journalist James Partridge attempts to redress the undeserved oblivion in which Petrović's work has sunk. Under the subtitle "Aleksandar Petrović's neglected classic Skupljači perja", Partridge (2000) wrote an extensive review of the film's artistic achievements to end with words of tentatively personal but genuine admiration: "Perhaps this is one of the best films about the Roma ever made, and, in my judgement, it is a true masterpiece of cinema. "
Even today, the film has not ceased to draw attention to itself, playing an active part in the Eurocentric cultural development as a "living factor", to borrow Lotman's formulation (2005: 127) . In Aleksandar Petrović's official website, created in 2013, the film is credited with the following merits:
I even met happy Gypsies (Skupljaci perja) is the first movie that presents the existence of Gypsies in society and in everyday life. It is also the first full-feature film where Gypsies speak their own language, Roma. The majority of roles are interpreted by real Gypsies; this is their movie. "As a child, I observed them and saw in these people faith and irrationality, " said Petrović. Again in 2013, the film theoretician and historian Vlastimir Sudar, with a teaching position at the University of the Arts London, published a meticulously researched book on Petrović's lifework entitled A Portrait of the Artist as a Political Dissident. In chapter 4, "The Artist as a Feather Collector", dedicatedly solely to I Even Met Happy Gypsies, Sudar provides detailed information about the film's conception, production and reception to finally conclude that, in spite of some controversies, it represents "a celebration of Gypsy culture" (2013: 144) .
There are two more reasons for subjecting Petrović's film to a critical analysis here. In my view, I Even Met Happy Gypsies provides a superb translation of the gypsy figure, as it has been imagined within the Eurocentric literary tradition, into the language of cinema. The director's greatest aesthetic achievement lies in his ability to extract the gist of gypsiness in visual terms. In Eurocentric culture, imaginary gypsies gain visibility only as deviant creatures, their bodies and identities providing a symbolic space on which the boundary of Europeanness (=whiteness) is inscribed. Petrović's film is an especially interesting illustration of this practice: it is structured like a catalogue of deviant gypsy characters where the deviations manifest themselves along various lines -humanness, sexuality, femininity, masculinity, maternity, and adherence to law, be it God's law, state law or common law. The film's purported celebration of gypsy culture should rather be viewed as a manifestation of the colonial gaze on the territory of Europe. Moreover, this gaze is furnished with ethnographic qualities claiming validity by drawing on the authority of modern sciences.
Another reason for focusing on Petrović's oeuvre is its affinity to gypsy masquerade, the European version of blackface minstrelsy shows. Both the film production set-up and its international reception lay bare the powerful dynamics that the norm of whiteness sets in motion on the Eurocentric cultural stage. Though unwittingly, the film performs a vital role -it reinstates the boundary of whiteness and the shared attitude towards this boundary, thus adding to the stability of the Eurocentric semiosphere, a service for which the filmmaker and his non-Roma cast are generously rewarded.
The problem of plot
Contrary to the ingrained literary tradition that relegates gypsy figures to the margins of plot-texts, Aleksandar Petrović's film zooms in on a central gypsy protagonist in his everyday environment. We are introduced to Beli Bora (Bekim Fehmiu), a feather collector by trade, who lives in the gypsy community of Sombor, a town located in the northern Serbian province of Vojvodina. Already the decision to elevate a gypsy figure to the status of a main hero holds in itself the promise of an individualizing story. This initial expectation, however, is not fulfilled. Petrović solves the problem of a plot revolving around the imaginary gypsy in a singular way. The narrative framework of his film represents a crude translation of the gypsy myth into a plot structure: it tells the story of the white hero's double, the anti-hero who does not manage to transcend his nature; he is not reborn but perishes (cf. Lotman 1990: 169) . After unfolding into a linear order of events, Beli Bora's story eventually 'winds up' back into a myth. The real (white) hero in the film is Petrović himself, who by virtue of occupying the invisible position behind the camera embodies the normative (colonial) gaze of the cultural centre. Sudar asserts that the director wished to be identified with Bora Petrović and "for the first and only time in his films" gave a protagonist his own family name. When dealing with Bora Petrović, Sudar continues, one should bear in mind that he represents Aleksandar Petrović's "alter ego or surrogate" (2013: 135) . In other words, the film I Even Met Happy Gypsies stages the encounter of the white hero with his imaginary Other: the gaze of the camera betrays and obscures the presence of the filmmaker who constructs the ghetto of Sombor as an inversion of the his own world, taking the viewer on a voyeuristic tour.
Character doubling
Let us see now how the gypsy myth is unwound into a plot. The most obvious indication for this transposition, Lotman says, is the appearance of character doubles. Character doubling provides the basis for the elaboration of a plotlanguage and is subject to a number of uses: "doubles could be material for an intrigue or for pointing up contrasts between characters, or, as in the works of Dostoevsky, for the modelling of the internal complexity of the human personality " (1990: 154) . In the case of I Even Met Happy Gypsies, the main protagonist Beli Bora has a double in the face of his competitor Mirta (Bata Živojinović) who is slightly older but has the same marital status and occupation. Both men trade in goose feathers having split their business "territory" in two equal parts, so each of them maintains control over ten villages in the region. Their psychological portrayal follows the principle of complementary distribution. Mirta's personality is "counter-distinct to Bora's. " "Where Bora is careless, Mirta is frugal, where Bora is impulsive, Mirta is calculated, and so on" (Sudar 2013: 142) . This character doubling provides the basis for the first intrigue in the plot. Bora discovers that Mirta has bought feathers from a village in his turf and confronts him on this issue. Mirta admits that he has violated their mutual agreement and offers money for compensation as well as a new partnership. He proposes that Bora should collect the feathers from both their territories, whereas Mirta will sort them out and resell them. Bora accepts the offer and the two men celebrate the deal in the local pub "where they both seem to be infatuated by the singer Lenče, a local femme fatale" (Sudar 2013: 126) .
This parallelism is further accentuated by the fact that Bora and Mirta, both providing for numerous offspring, simultaneously fall for Mirta's beautiful stepdaughter, Tisa (Gordana Jovanović). Their rivalry over the gypsy virgin forms the central intrigue in the story. Mirta tries to marry Tisa off to a 12-yearold boy, Pal, but Tisa expels Pal from the marital bed breaking off the marriage because he proves unable to perform his duties as a man. After this incident, Bora asks Mirta for Tisa's hand offering in return part of his turf. Mirta angrily rejects the proposal, tells Bora that he is unfit to marry Tisa but also reveals his own ulterior motives in setting up the child marriage: Mirta wants to keep his stepdaughter for himself. The three form a lust triangle that, as one might expect, is resolved in a tragic way. One evening Mirta makes a drunken attempt to rape Tisa, so she runs away from home. Her escape leads her to an impromptu church wedding with Bora and thus she joins his household sharing one roof with his common-law wife and children. One day, Tisa decides to leave for Belgrade to pursue a singing career there, but after discovering how hard city life is for gypsies, she hitchhikes back home. Two drivers in a meat truck offer her a lift. On their way to Sombor, one of the drivers coaxes Tisa into having sex with him. The other driver expects to have his turn as well, but Tisa rejects him, so he beats her up, locks her in the meat refrigerator compartment of the truck and later throws her in a muddy ditch near her home place. Tisa's almost lifeless body is discovered by an old gypsy who takes her back to Mirta's house. When Bora learns about Tisa's whereabouts, he is forced to confront his rival Mirta once again, this time to claim back his new wife. The two men start up a fight and Bora stabs Mirta with a knife, killing him. The film ends with Bora and Tisa vanishing into thin air.
The use of character pairs is the basic pattern that the film exploits for its plot development and strong psychological contrasts. The lusty endeavours of the two lorry drivers, for instance, re-enact in miniature the rivalry between Bora and Mirta. Lenče (Olivera Vučo) and Tisa also fall neatly in the film system of parallelisms: the two femme fatales are obviously hypostases of the main heroes. In delineating their characters, Petrović again employs the principle of complementary distribution. Lenče is the slightly older glamorous beauty, with a strong sense of independence and an enthralling voice, whereas Tisa is of a gentler and shier nature and definitely without an ear for music. So if the linear plot of the film is wound up back into a cyclical text, all these four characters would easily form one single person -the imagined gypsy representing the immutable quality of unbridled sexuality and the fatal consequences it brings along.
A secondary revival of the gypsy myth
Linear narratives and myths stand for two paradigmatically different text types, but at the same time they share a strong connection, even though it may not be apparent to the modern mind. One way of elucidating this connection is to look at linear plots as syntagmatic surface structures. Their underlying grammatical framework, or deep structure, then, will be myth. The deep structure of linear plots often correlates with "the single mythological invariant of 'lifedeath -resurrection (renewal), or, on a more abstract level, 'entry into a closed space -emergence from it'" (Lotman 1990: 160) . If we take as an example the Bildungsroman, a literary genre that typically encodes the hero's linear experiencing of time, we can easily see that its plot movement reproduces the archaic scheme of an initiation rite. The reader may remain oblivious of this fact, but in effect the hidden 'grammar' of the initiation rite helps him/her make sense of the story (cf . Lotman 1990: 160-1) . In the context of Eurocentric culture, it is the story of Christ that provides the formal model for the linear narrative of the (white male) hero; his boundary crossings (deeds) are an individualised replication of Christ's life, death and resurrection.
The building blocks of plot, that is, the syntagmatic surface elements of linear narratives, are historically derivatives of myth. They are the outcome of the 'unwinding' of mythological texts into linear sequences of discrete events. In the process of this transformation, however, the archaic patterns of thought are emptied of their original meaning, so that they appear to the modern reader as grammatical forms, narrative building blocks devoid of content.
The established opposition between the surface and the deep structure of linear narratives allows us to make some important observations. These two structures are in fact two paradigmatically different manifestations of the same primordial initiation myth and, what is more, they are in a constant process of exchange:
what in language has lost independent semantic significance undergoes in literature a secondary semantization, and vice versa. So there is also a secondary revival of mythological narrative which ceases to be purely formal organizer of the text-sequences and acquires new meaning which often return us consciously or involuntary to the myth. (Lotman 1990: 161) By drawing a comparison between surface and deep structure of plots, we can also see how Petrović's linear plot relates to its hidden grammatical framework. (Petrović is not only the director, but also the author of the film script which, as his biographer reports, "is considered today one of the better examples of scriptwriting in Yugoslav cinema" (Sudar 2013: 125) . The film narrative is elaborated in accordance with the mythological invariant of 'life -death -resurrection' with one exception. The story about Bora Petrović lacks the final element of 'resurrection': the director's alter ego fails to complete his rite of passage into humanity. Bora and the people in his world have the freedom to do what in the director's world is strictly forbidden and then pay for this freedom with their life. The main anti-heroes enter into the closed space of Sombor never to emerge from it. The first scene in the film ushers Bora and Tisa, sitting in a taxi, into the muddy gypsy quarter where the two are about to find their symbolic death. Petrović also helpfully spells out the myth that informs the deep structure of his gypsy plot. He opens up his film with a telling epigraph from The Gospel of Luke:
And there was there an herd of many swine feeding on the mountain: and they besought him that he would suffer them to enter into them. And he suffered them.
Then went the devils out of the man, and entered into the swine: and the herd ran violently down a steep place into the lake, and were choked. (KJB, This compelling Biblical story, which by the way is the filmmaker's only nondiegetic commentary, provides, as it were, a decoding key for the plot's under-lying message. In keeping with conventional gypsy representations, Petrović establishes a direct parallel between his gypsy characters and the Gadarenes swine. The deplorable destiny of the demon-ridden animals is mirrored by the destiny of his main anti-heroes. The three members of the lust triangle are vicariously brought to destruction by the demons of human nature. Mirta is stabbed to death and his body dumped into a frozen lake, while Bora and his femme fatale wife Tisa vanish from the face of the earth.
In the previous section, we saw that Petrović's plot bears the vestiges of myth, now we see that it activates an allegorical story constructed as an inversion of Christ's resurrection introducing a clear binary opposition which rests on the symbolic meaning of up vs. down. If Christ expiates the sins of mankind by transcending the flawed human nature, the swine play an atoning role pointing in the opposite, downward direction. The impure animals prove that the body holds a special attraction for evil powers and when the two, flesh and evil spirit, come together, one is doomed to perdition. While the figure of Christ is glorified for affirming the divine spark in humans, the possessed Biblical swine are not lamented for; their corrupt flesh is just a useful channel for cleansing oneself from one's demons. Needless to say, the symbolism of this story can have devastating political implications.
Beli Bora: the cinematic rendition of the imagined gypsy
Beli Bora receives the most detailed characterisation in the film, yet -paradoxically -he proves to be the inversion of a well-rounded individual. His cinematic portrayal combines into an explosive mix almost all binary oppositions that make out the imaginary gypsy.
Bora is an oxymoronic figure through and through: he may be full of life and vigour, but all he brings is death and disintegration. He comes across as a charismatic and adventurous lover, an irresistible heart-throb, yet his sexual escapades inevitably end up with a dead body. At the beginning of the story, he lures a teenage mother into his bed and thus indirectly brings about the death of her ill new-born baby. This scene deserves further elaboration as it provides a strong commentary not only on the unbridled sexual behaviour of gypsies but also on their capacity to act as responsible parents. The young nameless woman Bora spends the night with is the wife of his friend and competitor Djerdj and, as we learn via the sparse dialogue, the two are actually having a long-standing affair. What makes their flagrant act of promiscuity particularly unsettling is that it is committed in Djerdj's house while the latter has fallen into a drunken stupor. On the next morning, Djerdj appears unperturbed by the death of his child, we see him next busy selling his antiques. The sobbing mother raises her voice to express strong emotion only when she realizes that she cannot bury her firstborn as a Christian. The drama of the scene is transposed from the loss of the child onto the question of religious rites, which allows Bora to step in as the main protagonist and show his sympathetic side. He takes the issue in his hands and negotiates with the Nun (Rahela Ferari) the baptism of the dead baby. Here Petrović creates "a type of visual "euphemism"" depicting "what might have been a particularly morbid scene" with images from church frescos that show the baptism of Jesus Christ (Sudar 2013: 133) . The story told metaphorically in frescoes, however, ends with the images of the beheaded body of St. John the Baptist and his head on a platter. The underlying message that sexual transgressions lead to physical and symbolic death resurfaces on all levels of the narrative. The second dead body in the film to activate this implicit verdict comes at the end of the story when Bora stabs to death his love rival Mirta. On a purely formal level, these two corpses mark the opening and closing of the circular plot structure.
The motif of deceptive appearance is central to the construction of Bora's character. We get introduced to him at a moment when he has established himself as an independent tradesman able to provide for himself and his family. What is more, he has a traditional occupation that by all means requires specialised knowledge, a range of different skills and single-minded hard work. Yet we see that Bora's business dealings are far from smooth and predictable. The two times he manages to secure a deal, we are made to infer that his success does not lie with an established routine but rather with extraordinary circumstances, with human death to be precise. This gruesome business pattern is shown to be recurrent. The first time we see Bora buying feathers, we learn that they come from the bed duvets that belonged to the old clergymen, all of them dead. The second time he strikes a hard-won deal, it is with the stingy family of a recently deceased peasant. Bora's business, respectable as it may seem, undeniably verges on the macabre.
Bora's entrepreneurial spirit is additionally undermined by the excessiveness of his nature: he acts with a recklessness that goes beyond the grasp of rational logic. At the start of the film, Petrović's gypsy character shows him to be an obsessed gambler who can put at stake all his possessions, including the jacket and the shirt on his back, and lose them overnight, in one game with the local rascals. He is also an inveterate drunkard and in what is probably the film's most admired scene, we see him smash two brandy glasses on the table in the local pub and his hands bleeding with the shards, apparently overcome by an inexpressibly intense emotion. There are many hints throughout the film that we should see Bora as an epitome of the uncontrollable gypsy passion for alcohol. The policeman Milanče opens the topic with the comment: "You can only drink with a Gypsy or throw him in jail", to which the priest Pavle adds: "You Gypsies drink like fish" while the singer Lenče -after empty-ing in one go a glass of brandy herself -performs a couplet from the popular Serbian song "Niška Banja" in which the original "Nišlije" (citizens of Niš) is substituted with "Cigani" saying that gypsies cannot do without brandy and gypsy females.
The relationship that this gypsy anti-hero has to Christian religion is just as contradictory. He is baptised by all appearances, yet we cannot see his membership in Jesus's single church as a sincere or serious one. Firstly, he maintains long-term spousal relationships with his common-law wife (Etelka Filipovski). Secondly, his sudden decision to make Tisa his wife in front of God has a mercantile touch to it and is conducted as a mocking inversion of the Christian sacrament of marriage. Rather than being an open public testimony of love and commitment, the wedding takes place in secrecy, during the night and in the absence of witnesses. The service, conducted in a half-serious, abbreviated and somewhat lascivious manner by the priest Pavle (Mija Aleksić), feels like an insult to the couple. By condoning their union, the priest -obviously led by money-oriented reasons -in effect legalises Bora's polygamous lifestyle. The film does not tarry in making its moral point. That such a flagrant misuse of Christian rituals can lead only to eternal damnation is signalled in Father Pavle's morbid invitation to the newly wed couple to spend their first night in the bed of a recently deceased priest, which is what they do.
The boundary running between the symbolic realms of whiteness and gypsiness (or European non-whiteness) is encoded not only in Beli Bora's worldview, temperament and behaviour, but also in his name and appearance. His nickname Beli translates as 'white' and inevitably evokes the connotation of black skin that is central to gypsy identity: the oxymoronic undertone in 'Beli Bora' can be explicitly reformulated as the 'white gypsy', essentially a variation of 'our pagan'. We are made aware of Bora's swarthy complexion also through his white suit which -worn in mud and filth -turns him also into the "reverse image of the dandy". Brittnacher observes that one should decipher the slovenly clothes of the gypsy male as an imitation and deconstruction of the aristocratic appearance (2012: 132). The black and white contrast is sustained visually by the filmic landscape: the angelically white goose feathers are recurrently set against gypsy swarthy/filthy appearance or environment, a motif that would later be taken over and profusely exploited by Emir Kusturica.
The diachronic projections of the gypsy female on screen
The gypsy female characters in I Even Met Happy Gypsies are constructed as antipodes of Madonna with the child. Throughout the film, we are introduced to a number of figures who represent diachronic projections of a single mythic character: the proverbially licentious female gypsy.
The first example is the nameless teenage mother whose sexual appetite makes her abandon her newly born and obviously seriously ill child. We see her falling into Bora's embrace and then the next cut shows us the baby's stiff body. The night has apparently elapsed because we can see the sun shining outside and the dishevelled heads of the transgressors who look as if they have just come out of bed. The sudden jump in the time frame created through the montage opens up ample space for the viewers' imagination: they are forced to resort to their preconceptions of gypsy sexuality in order to make sense of this narrative gap. At this point, bearing in mind that the female gypsy characters are hypostases of the male ones, it is hard to overlook the similarities in the way gypsy and black sexuality are imagined: [T] he Negro represents the sexual instinct in its raw state. The Negro is the incarnation of a genital potency beyond all moralities and prohibitions. . . the keeper of the impalpable gate that opens into the realm of orgies, of bacchanals, of dubious sexual sensations. (Fanon 1967: 177) The young gypsy mother appears one more time in the film, again with an infant in her hands, this time to hear Bora's sardonic commentary about the speed with which gypsies reproduce: "Say between the three of us, we produce them fast. " Here, we can see how the remark which is authored by the director and which actually echoes the anxieties of the majority makes a claim to truth by being ascribed to the gypsy protagonist. The other mother figure in the film is represented by Bora's common-law wife: a worn-out aesthetically unappealing woman surrounded by a clutch of sniffling children.
It comes as no surprise that Tisa and Lenče, the two femme fatales in the film, are shown to have an excessive interest in sexual matters. Although Tisa has a humble and pleasantly quiet presence, we are made to understand that her behaviour is motivated by insatiable bodily needs. In the opening scene, she confesses to Bora that she is interested in boyfriends; later she rejects her 12-year-old husband as he is unable to fulfil his marital duties; and in spite of marrying Bora, she succumbs to the advances of a chance lorry driver, all too easily seduced by his improvised puppet-doll show, and eventually locks Bora and Mirta into a mortal fight. We do not get to know much about Lenče's love life, but again -through the dialogue -the film unambiguously insinuates her fatally promiscuous nature. We must note in passing the remarkable "naturalness" with which gypsy stereotypes and noir sensibilities reinforce each other. The two sets of aesthetic conventions overlap to such an extent that it is hard to tell them apart: Tisa and Lenče are as much versions of the stereotypical gypsy temptress as of the typical femme fatale, the beautiful but treacherous female " [o] ften serving as catalyst for criminal behaviour in men" (Boozer 1999 (Boozer /2000 . The unproblematic conflation of these two distinct representational trad-itions indicates that both gypsy and noir aesthetics codify the boundary of whiteness, a topic that deserves attention in its own right.
A humanist gaze or a colonial gaze?
The image of Aleksandar Petrović, both as a person and an artist, is inextricably bound up with the image of gypsies. His official website, for example, welcomes the visitor with the following motto:
Lord, if you give me one more life after I die, Let me be a Gypsy Let me choose alone One of the paths: The path of joy that will make me a happy man, Or the path of death and an encounter with you. Aleksandar Petrović That Petrović had a special attitude towards gypsies is elicited by another famous quote from his autobiography All My Loves, notably from the chapter "Love for Freedom": "If the true measure of humanity is the amount of freedom that people manage to win for themselves in this life, then Gypsies are truly men -Rom" (Petrović 1994 ; see also Sudar 2013: 124). Sudar expressly underlines that "freedom is the real subject" of I Even Met Happy Gypsies and that "Gypsy life provided more than a suitable platform for him [i.e. the director, R.M.] to meditate on freedom in Socialist Yugoslavia and freedom in general". He supports this claim by further citing the director who "perceived Gypsies as 'more free' or inclined to excesses of 'euphoric freedom'" (124).
It is clear that the notion of freedom, as it is epitomized by gypsies, occupies a central place not only in Petrović's oeuvre, but in his mental universe; which makes it all the more mandatory to articulate the concrete meaning that he attaches to this basic human value. Petrović provides an elaborate explanation on this point in an interview published in UNESCO Courier in 1994 and later uploaded in the web-journal Patrin:
Like everyone else, Gypsies are fond of money. But they'll never sacrifice an immediate pleasure -a moment of intensity -for a few gold coins. Their attachment to freedom is not a rational choice, it is part of the natural order of things. They feel it in their bones. It brings radiance to their sombre lives of mingled joy and pain.
The euphoria generated by a sense of boundless freedom can lead to atrocious crimes. The Gypsy hero of my film, who refuses to think about the consequences of his acts, is a character out of Dostoyevsky. He doesn't think about the consequences before committing his crime. For example, he doesn't say to himself, "I must not kill, because if I do I'll go to prison for ten years. " He goes through with his murderous act, knowing full well that he is bringing about his own ruin.
Compared with the fleeting sense of power, by which he crosses over to "the other side" of social morality, his personal interest counts for little. He is ready to sacrifice his life for absolute freedom, through which he can affirm his personality.
Just these three paragraphs reproduce the colonialist cognitive framework in its entirety: they illustrate the economy of the Manichean allegory which transforms ethnic or "racial difference into moral and even metaphysical difference" (JanMohamed 1986: 80) . In the first paragraph, Petrović essentialises the notion of freedom ascribing it to the genetic make-up of gypsies; freedom is encoded as an irrational and part of nature. The descriptions he gives of gypsies show that he perceives them as a generic being, one that can be exchanged for any other gypsy. In doing so, he is no different from the European writer who "commodifies" the native subject into a stereotyped object and uses him as a "resource" for colonialist fiction" (JanMohamed 1986: 83) . In the second paragraph, Petrović equates the extolled excess of freedom with atrocious criminality. His smooth transition from the topic of gypsies in general to the protagonist in his film makes it evident that he makes no distinction between representation and physical reality, between artefact and existing people. The filmmaker motivates the behaviour of his fictional character Beli Bora with a story from the news, a graphic account of a particularly cruel murder:
Europe was recently horrified by murders committed by two Gypsies who, while under the influence of drugs, massacred an entire family in northern Italy. One was tried and found guilty, but the other chose to kill himself. The police surrounded his parents' house, and he agreed to surrender but only after having a coffee and a cigarette in the courtyard. When he had finished his cigarette, he shot himself through the heart. He had set off on a road without end, signifying by his act the mysterious link that exists between crime and freedom.
The third paragraph indicates that Petrović's conception of absolute freedom is situated in the world beyond the boundary; that is, in the anti-world created by the cultural center that he himself embodies. The director subjects Yugoslav society to harsh critique while seeking escape in the phantasy of freedom as an ultimate transgression (i.e. unbridled sexuality/atrocious criminality). He commits the fallacy of the rebellious woman who in rejecting the ideal of the asexual Madonna, deciding to adopt the role of the whore. This is also the fate of many European writers who, while objecting to the exploitative practices of imperialism, become trapped in the split-personality dialogue of its colonialist discourse or what JanMohamed outlines as the Manichean allegory:
A field of diverse yet interchangeable oppositions between white and black, good and evil, superiority and inferiority, civilization and savagery, intelligence and emotion, rationality and sensuality, self and Other, subject and object. (JanMohamed 1986: 82) With his film Petrović performs a disciplining task in service of the norm that he denounces; in this respect his work is on a par with colonialist literature. As JanMohamed (1986: 84) perceptively observes: "Instead of being an exploration of the racial Other, such literature merely affirms its own ethnocentric assumptions; instead of actually depicting the outer limits of "civilization", it simply codifies and preserves the structures of its own mentality. " In his influential study on the Other, Tzvetan Todorov isolates the same chain of oppositions when he describes the relations between the colonisers and the colonised in the New World. Focusing on the writings of the sixteenth century scholar Ginés de Sepúlveda, Todorov shows that some of the Spanish conquistadors see their relationship to the Indians in simple terms of natural superiority/inferiority "hence there are no differences of nature, but only different degrees in one and the same scale of values, even if the relation can be infinitely repeated" (1985: 152). As a result, "difference is corrupted into inequality" (1985: 146) . The position of inferiority itself, Todorov says, can be formulated as an endless number of proportions, all of which have the same content: "Indians = children (sons) = women (wives) = animals (monkeys) = savagery = violence = matter = body = appetite = evil " (1985: 153) . These are the very same terms in which Petrović describes "[his] friends the Gypsies" in his interview for Patrin: "As far back as I can remember, I've always felt compassion for those little raggamuffins you see in the street" (children); "and those young mothers with babies in their laps and hands outstretched" (women); "they'll never sacrifice an immediate pleasure" (appetite); " [t] he euphoria generated by a sense of boundless freedom can lead to atrocious crimes" (savagery/violence); "they are more vulnerable to the call of evil" (evil). As we have seen already, the slot for the animal/body is filled up by the parallel established to the Biblical swine by way of the film's epigraph. For the sake of fairness, it needs to be said that Petrović considers his own attitude to the Roma to be genuinely sympathetic and openly protests claims that members of this minority are intellectually inferior, yet his choice of words and examples in presenting his view on gypsies divulges the traits of the colonial gaze per se.
From gypsy myth to ethnographic document
Up until now, we have concerned ourselves with the centrality of the gypsy myth in I Even Met Happy Gypsies. We have seen that it informs the film structure on the level of plot and character delineation and that it should be regarded as a direct outcome of colonialist discourse. On the surface of the film, however, this myth remains invisible to the modern viewer for it constitutes the hidden grammatical layer that gets encoded and decoded in a mode of cultural automatism, without recourse to analytical reasoning. What viewers can see is an authentic ethnographic document. There are recurrent claims that the feature film I Even Met Happy Gypsies has the merits of an ethnographic documentary.
These claims directly suggest that Petrović's oeuvre presents a truthful rendition of the physical world not only in artistic, but also in scientific terms, as if its director had assumed simultaneously the roles of an artist and ethnographer and has distilled the essence of gypsy lifestyle in the form of a fictional artefact which, in addition, transports truths supported by modern science.
The artistic strategy that transforms the gypsy myth into a scientific document deserves special attention here. It exploits the dangerous coalescence of the imaginary with the scientific, yielding an artefact that impacts the viewer emotionally, cognitively and aesthetically convincing him/her simultaneously on these three levels of its intrinsic truth. It is important to underline the effect of the simultaneity on which the film draws in transporting its message, for its monolithic unity will be inevitably sundered apart here in the process of analysis. First, I shall outline the film's reception by critics and the wider public to show that it is perceived as an ethnographic documentation. Then, I shall consider the separate artistic elements that appeal to the viewer's emotional, cognitive and aesthetic understanding.
Critical reception
In spite of being a feature film, I Even Met Happy Gypsies is decoded by audiences worldwide as possessing ethnographic value. The film leaves the mainstream viewer with the unmistakeable impression of having seen an ethnographic documentary, an aesthetic achievement often labelled as "authenticity" which both scholars and film fans find worthy of copious praise. On the Internet, for instance, there are a number of reviews dedicated to Petrović's film and most of them employ such adjectives as "real", "authentic", "ethnographic" or "documentary" to characterise its artistic qualities.
Nevena Daković voices a similar opinion in her article "Shadows of the Ancestors" for Framework: "Although the whole atmosphere is imbued with magical realism, the film nevertheless manages to be a persuasive social drama; it should be seen as a documentary with rich ethnological dimensions and implications " (2003: 106) .
Dina Iordanova also points to the respectful treatment of "the Roma heritage" in Balkan gypsy films eventually coming to a conclusion that suggests a direct and unproblematic link between artefact and ethnographic reality:
All these films feature fairly authentic ethnographic representations of Roma life. The poverty and squalor of Gypsy life is realistically portrayed, while any idealisation or stylisation is kept to a minimum. In this sense, it cannot be claimed that these films treat Gypsies unfairly and unjustly exoticise them, a claim which is fully justified in relation to many Western works of literature or cinema. As far as representations of Roma lifestyle are concerned, I would say that in these films we probably encounter some of the most truthful depictions of Roma life that have been created by non-Roma film-makers. (Iordanova 2001: 220-3) Paradoxically, the critical reception of Petrović's film and by extension of Balkan gypsy films -all of them feature films -has been exclusively absorbed with the question of authenticity; the value of these cinematographic works is judged solely against a perceived notion of ethnographic accuracy.
Instructive stock taking of gypsy types
Moreover, Petrović's film shows itself to be a kind of repository, fully stocked, as if by a pedantic encyclopaedist, with most human flaws that the imagined gypsy is convicted of in the public mind. It contains an impressively long list of accusations against gypsies at large. The compendium of gypsy deviations includes shady dealings, excessive drunkenness, immoderate gambling, abject poverty, all-pervading dirtiness, recklessness beyond rational comprehension, sexual promiscuity, child marriage, marriage outside of the church, domestic violence and homicidal criminality. We can further expand the list with the following charges: illiteracy -the bulky moustached Mirta admitting to his inability to read finger counting like a small child (a rather implausible representation of a successful Roma tradesman by the way); lack of personal independence -the otherwise outspoken and boisterously dignified singer Lenče saying that she is unable to look after herself and thus justifying her refusal to help Tisa; beggary and disability -the Belgrade-based son of the strikingly beautiful Lenče turning out to be a begging kid with leg stumps; unsteady work habits -none of the portrayed members of the gypsy community in Sombor is shown to be involved in productive labour as it was visualised by socialist realist propaganda, or to have a permanent job; disregard for law-enforcing authorities -although everyone in town knows that Bora is the perpetrator of Mirta's murder, no one betrays him to the police. This stock taking of gypsy stereotypes, however, assumes the authoritative guise of modern science: the imagined gypsy is turned into a fetish, reduced to a mere ethnographic curiosity. This artistic feat has its roots in the aesthetics of socialist realism -an important aspect of the film that requires a separate chapter. For now it suffices to say that Petrović's oeuvre mimics a nineteenth century ethnographer's atlas and thus fulfils two of its primary functions: to document the researcher's objects of study in a way that is supposedly free of human intervention, but also to train "the eye to pick out certain kinds of objects as exemplary" (Daston 1992: 85) . The vast and varied catalogue of gypsy portraits in Petrović's film, brought together by the perfunctory plot of Bora and Tisa's love story, claims to offer an overview of prototypical characters, personality traits and behavioural patterns, as if it were a cinematic version of an authoritative ethnographer's atlas. The film not only drills the eye of viewers unfamiliar with gypsy lifestyle -offering the so much extolled "insider's glimpse", but it also suggests with the full weight of scientific authority how the members of this minority should be regarded.
Mechanicity of vision
It is important to see how the ethnographer's perspective is communicated in Petrović's film. Dina Iordanova argues that the narrative is in the hands of the gypsy protagonists. When considering the problems of Roma selfrepresentation in the works of Tony Gatlif (the only well-known filmmaker of Roma origin), she criticises Gatlif for telling the story in his film The Crazy Stranger though the eyes of a Western traveller. Then, as a contrasting and praiseworthy alternative, Iordanova points to I Even Met Happy Gypsies. In her words, Petrović's film demonstrates a step forward for its disposes of the outsider's narrative device and leaves the storytelling "entirely under the control of their Roma protagonists" (2001: 225). Iordanova's conclusion implies that Petrović's film invites the viewer to identify with its gypsy characters, to see the world through their eyes and thus possibly to develop a measure of empathy and understanding. But Petrović's film abounds in occurrences that evoke a deepening sense of perplexity rather than empathic identification with the characters. The film leaves too many questions without a satisfactory explanation: Why does the young nameless mother leave her sick new-born baby unattended for the rest of night, that is after succumbing to her illicit sexual desire? Why does Bora cut his hands with glass shards? Why does newly wed Tisa leave all of a sudden on her own for Belgrade? Why does she consent so easily to sexual intercourse with a chance lorry driver? Why is she so belligerent when she chases away her inexperienced 12-year-old husband-to-be, and so passive when she is attacked by the second lorry driver? Why does Bora tear all of the hard-earned feather sacks? All these perplexing scenes take us back to the director's view of gypsy irrational attachment to freedom, which obviates the need for rational explanations: similarly to children and animals, gypsies are unable to control their impulses by means of rational thinking. So, rather than bringing the protagonists closer to the viewer, the film -by postulating gypsy irrationality -creates a sense of alienation from them. This detached puzzlement is palpably present, for example, in James Partridge's concluding words when he says that the protagonists' grim and brutal life deserves respect, "even if it is often difficult for an outsider to admire or comprehend. "
The communicative act elicited by the film follows the most classic formula in documentary filmmaking: 'I speak to you about them.' As Bill Nichols explains, a film narrative based on the opposition of 'I' vs. 'them' "implies separation between speaker and subject. The 'I' who speaks is not identical with those of whom it speaks. We as audience receive a sense that the subjects in the film are placed there for our examination and edification (2010: 61). The 'I' who speaks in I Even Met Happy Gypsies is the director himself, albeit indirectly. He is an outsider who offers the viewer an authoritative perspective on gypsies having, in addition to that, full control over the film script and the camera. For the sake of persuasion, the director's perspective is mediated by an unobtrusive camera that renders it invisible (i.e. authentic, documentary). Petrović's views of gypsy nature are delivered once on the level of the film narrative -they are acted out by his gypsy protagonists, to be confirmed again by the camera observations, at the level of visual representation.
The meta-commentary of Tony Gatlif 's film The Crazy Stranger (1997)
The parallel which Dina Iordanova establishes with Gatlif 's The Crazy Stranger needs further exploration here, as it provides a highly illuminating perspective on the ideological stance taken by Petrović's oeuvre. Shot thirty years later, Gatlif 's film can be viewed as an artistic meta-commentary on I Even Met Happy Gypsies; it enters into a vicarious dialogue with its highly influential predecessor. The classic gypsy film formula of inter-racial romance, which Gatlif opts for, is the framework from which his film comments on the cinematographic tradition of gypsy portrayal established by I Even Met Happy Gypsies. Gatlif denounces the practice of essentializing gypsy culture and deconstructs in a playful manner old-time clichés. A similar argument is voiced by Sean Homer in his article "'The Roma2 do not exist': The Roma as an Object of Cinematic Representation and the Question of Authenticity": "[c]ontrary to the prevailing critical reception of Roma films, that wants to read all feature films as ethnographic documents, . . . Gadjo dilo (Crazy Stranger) explicitly undermines such a reading" (Homer 2006: 186) . A particularly praiseworthy feature of Gatlif 's film is that it locates its protagonists on the intersection between imposed (projected) gypsy identity and individual self-understanding; by delineating them as individuals who transcend the gypsy label, his films strives to explore the options for intercultural dialogue.
Gatlif 's reflections on Petrović's plot
If we summarize the plot of I Even Met Happy Gypsies from the perspective of the white hero, that is from the perspective of Petrović who hides behind the camera and presents his phantasies of the Other as an objective ethnographic document, we end up with the following story: feigning non-interventionist objectivity, the white hero enters the gypsy community with his camera to emerge back again with an ethnographic trophy -a film -which he will then use for the advancement of his career as a director. The white hero's Other is reduced to an object, exploited as such and left to perish.
In The Crazy Stranger, the white hero and the quest for ethnographic trophies that leads him into the gypsy community are turned explicitly into a theme that forms the backbone of the plot. However, this hero emerges from the closed world of the gypsy village not with an "authentic" film about gypsy unconventional lifestyle but with a new self-consciousness. Stephane (Romain Duris) becomes aware of the specular nature of his quest; and by growing out of his illusions, he discovers love, Sabina (Rona Hartner). In the final scene, we see him at the milestone where his journey has started smashing and burying the tapes with traditional gypsy songs he has painstakingly recorded earlier.
His gesture speaks not only of the realisation that he cannot capture the "magic" of the moment by recording music that is allegedly authentic, as Sean Homer argues; much more, it a symbolic expression of Stephane's conscious refusal to capitalise on the plight of the Roma minority and the cultural artefacts that arise out of its people's suffering.
Dialogue instead of image appropriation
If the eye of the camera in I Even Met Happy Gypsies is interested in collecting typical gypsy faces, customs, songs or artefacts, the eye of the camera in The Crazy Stranger -the one that observes Stephane's recording of ethnographic artefacts -is exploring the possibilities for overcoming cultural differences. Gatlif 's film asserts in various ways that the basic prerequisite for establishing a genuine dialogue with the Other is acknowledging his/her human needs, his/ her condition of being a subject. The character of Isidor (Izidor Serban) exemplifies this empathic attitude. The old man does not share a common language with the French-speaking traveller Stephane, yet he invites him to stay over at his house when the Romanian villagers keep their doors shut in front of the young man. Isidor sees the stranger as a godsend, a replacement for his imprisoned son; he defends Stephane when the other gypsies voice their fears that he might be a bum or a chicken thief (here the local community is shown to be wary of strangers just as any other community), takes care of Stephane's torn shoe and teaches him the Romani language. Throughout the film Gatlif humorously inverts a number of the clichés associated with gypsies. Also, by identifying with the Westerner who carries the narrative, the viewer vicariously experiences the warmth, openness and generosity exhibited by Isidor and later by the other villagers.
Characters on the border of the gypsy cliché
Gatlif 's central characters differ from those constructed by Petrović in three important aspects. Firstly, they emerge as individuals who dispel the gypsy cliché. Secondly, their behaviour -regardless of how strange or excessive it may seem -is always motivated by a reason that is accessible to the viewer. And thirdly, as a result of these two strategies, they do not come across as being in any way inferior to Stephane, the main white hero. Here, we shall briefly consider the figures of Sabina and Isidor.
On Isidor's insistence, Stephane stays in the village and, as expected, develops a fondness for a local girl, Sabina. Following the gypsy temptress cliché, she is exceptionally beautiful, a mesmerising dancer with a voluptuous body and an independent, somewhat stubborn character. We learn that she has abandoned her husband in Belgium, a transgression that is, however, reprimanded by the community through the stigma of "slut". The severity of this social castigation explains why Sabina often acts with undue aggression and also shows that the community upholds a conservative view of marriage and sexuality. And indeed, Sabina returns Stephane's affection only after a relatively long period of time. The suspense around their love romance builds up slowly throughout the film and prepares the viewer for the sublime sex scene. Eventually, Sabina openly expresses her desire for Stephane, yet in the heat of the moment, just before their much awaited sexual union, she overhears that Isidor's son, Adriani, is being released from prison and rushes off to greet him together with the other village people. At the start of the film, we learn that Adriani (Florin Moldovan) is sentenced to six months imprisonment, so the news of his return places the story into a concrete time frame. Besides adding temporality to Sabina and Stephane's love affair, an element which is absent in Petrović's film, the interrupted sex scene communicates two important things: it has taken six months for Sabina to succumb to Stephane and, contrary to Petrović's gypsy females, she is in full control of her desire; moreover, her sexual needs come second to her feeling of attachment to her people.
The figure of Isidor also shares some affinity with the imagined gypsy: he is an immoderate drinker and harbours illicit sexual desires. However, we understand that his drunkenness has its reasons -in the first scene, he empties a bottle to numb his frustration over his son being unjustly taken to prison; in another scene, he drinks out of sadness for a deceased friend. The film also shows, in a rather straightforward manner, that Isidor is a sexual being. He flirts with two women in Bucharest, pesters them with indecent proposals and after they reject him, makes sexual advances to Sabina and becomes somewhat aggressive, so that Stephane has to come to her rescue. But Isidor's questionable behaviour is framed as an isolated incident, not as a recurrent pattern. Also, we are made to understand that it results from his feelings of loneliness and desperation over getting old.
Tony Gatlif 's film throws light on the individual perspective and the suffering of those who happen to belong to Europe's most heavily stigmatised minority. The concept of the imagined gypsy that we have elaborated on in relation to Petrović's characters does not apply to this film. The characters in Gatlif 's film present themselves as the unique individuals one could discover under the gypsy personae. Gatlif also points to the pernicious political ramifications of gypsy representations: the link that exists between the widespread tendency to depict the members of this minority as a generic being, and gypsy pogroms. We see how the misdeed of one member of the minority is exploited by the majority as a pretext for punishing (evicting, setting on fire) the whole community.
The impact of socialist realism
Alongside the ethnographic, there is another -just as crucial -dimension to Petrović's film: it is not conceived simply as a portrait of the gypsy underclass but as blistering social critique. Shot at the height of communist rule, it launches an attack on the Yugoslav socialist system revealing the sordid realities behind the façade of its technological progress and social equality. Petrović came to the idea of shooting a film about a marginalised ethnic minority when he saw black ghettos in Los Angelis during his first visit to America. In reality, his films are a critical response to the social and political realities in Yugoslavia and would earn him the acclaim of political dissident. The special focus of this section, however, is the intertwining of stereotypical gypsy representations with the visual imperative of socialist realism, the dominant aesthetic model of the day. After briefly outlining the trajectory of its development in the Soviet Union and ex-Yugoslavia, we shall pay special attention to the warped impact it had on visual arts. In our view, the specificity of Petrović's representational mode, his "pseudo-documentary realism", as it has been characterised by Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell, is highly influenced by the Soviet aesthetic ideal and its all-pervasive practice of photographic falsification (1994: 545).
The broader historical framework
Socialist realism emerged in the new Soviet state in the 1920s and was canonised as the official aesthetics in 1934 (cf. Dickerman 2000 . For decades, it was "the yardstick by which the validity of any literary or artistic creation should be measured" which in turn had a devastating effect on the cultural life in the countries of the Eastern Bloc. (Demaitre 1966: 265-6) . In his article "The Industry of Truing: Socialist Realism, Reality, Realization", Petre Petrov delves into the complex relationship between the notions of reality and representation pursuing the argument that the doctrine of socialist realism is founded upon the nonepistemological conception of truth; that is, a conception in which truth is not viewed as a correspondence between the contents of consciousness (subjective representation) and external reality. (Petrov 2011: 873) Ann Demaitre (1966: 264) offers a simple definition calling socialist realism "a belated and in some ways an ideologically refined product of totalitarian thinking. " She points out that official Soviet aesthetics were a highly debated issue on both sides of the Iron Curtain with China, too, participating in the polemics. As a result, the ideological framework on which socialist realism rested was subjected to constant re-evaluations reflecting the developments in the Soviet Communist leadership so that one can speak of Stalinist socialist realism or Zhdanovist socialist realism. With the official denunciation of Stalinism in 1956 and Khruschev's Thaw allowing greater freedom for diverse opinions in the Soviet Union, it became ideologically safe for Communist researchers to coin and deploy new evaluative definitions, such as "'British moralising realism', 'French biological realism', 'non-Hegelian realism', 'German poetical realism', 'twentieth-century neo-realism', 'Kafka's metarealism ', and 'eternal realism'" (1966: 268) . To this proliferation of concepts, ex-Yugoslavia contributed with its own version of socialist realism, one that -according to the cultural historian Andrew Wachtel -"was only imposed between 1945 and 1952, and it was never imposed with as much uniformity as it had been in the Soviet Union" (1998: 273) Daniel Goulding labels it as "national" or "nationalistic realism" referring in particular to the period after 1948 when Tito took the country out of the Eastern Bloc. The majority of historians agree that "socialist realism never played an oppressive or even restrictive role in Yugoslav cinema " (1985: 11) .
The year 1967, in which Petrović shot I Even Met Happy Gypsies, was a particularly favourable moment in time for a number of reasons. In 1966, President Tito had removed from power his collaborator Aleksandar Ranković, Yugoslavia's vice president, head of the secret police and a staunch hardliner, a political manoeuvre that brought what the American historian John R. Lampe called "the liberal hour" in Yugoslav history -"an hour that was to last six years, until 1972 when Tito himself would tighten up his grip on power" (Sudar 2013: 122) . This political liberalisation manifested itself in proliferation of media that offered more reliable and critical information. The film industry benefitted, too, gaining greater creative autonomy as well as legal independence outside the state framework of film enterprises. This period gave birth to a new film trend in Yugoslavia called the Black Wave of which Petrović is a prominent figure. Inspired by the French La Nouvelle Vague and Italian neorealism, the Black Wave filmmakers rejected the thematic impulse of socialist realism to portray the ideal society and thus contributed to the thematic widening and liberalisation of film form. Their concern was to expose the darker sides of Yugoslav socialist realty, to show "what was going wrong in Yugoslav socialism, " "to strengthen socialism, to criticize it from within and at the same time to rethink what socialist art should be" (Kirn 2012: 20) .
The "liberal hour" also coincided with the zenith in Petrović's professional career. In 1966, he received on Oscar nomination for his film Three "one of the greatest achievements of the Yugoslav film industry to date" (Sudar 2013: 122) . He was also made a board member of Avala Film Studio, the production company behind I Even Met Happy Gypsies. The compound result was that Petrović gained unprecedented freedom in his 1967 project as well as a substantially increased financial support. He based his film on his own ideas examining "a theme so far unseen in both Yugoslav and world cinema in general" (Sudar 2013: 123) . Indeed, the topic of gypsy lifestyle is at loggerheads with socialist realism and its ideological project to seek truth at the point "where the ideal meets the real" or "where the present intersects with future" (Terras 1979: 445) . But instead of examining the rebellious widening of thematic horizons that Petrović is praised for, I shall consider his artistic approach to photographic images, an approach that in my opinion is predicated on the dominant visual aesthetics of socialist realism.
Petrović's pseudo-documentary realism
The representation of gypsies in Aleksandar Petrović's film draws its authority from a number of sources: thematically, it is indebted to the European literary tradition, while aesthetically it brings together the imaginary, the ethnographic and the photographic under the guise of mechanically objective (i.e. socialist) realism. The gypsy myth is thus encoded on all the three levels of character portrayal, narrative structure and cinematic visualisation.
Sudar quotes a number of scholars who have commented on the realistic style of the filmmaker. According to Mira and Antonín Liehm the film con-sists of "devastatingly real pictorial material", whereas the Yugoslav film critic Slobodan Novaković compares it to a documentary claiming that the Yugoslav cinema experienced a rebirth when filmmakers followed the "tendency to show life truthfully, in an authentic way". In Sudar's analysis, realism is equated with truthfulness and a humanistic vision. He supports this line of argumentation by showing that I Even Met Happy Gypsies fits into the Marxist aesthetic framework and qualifies as a "true Marxist film". This framework is put forward in Lee Baxandall's essay "Toward an East European Cinemarxism?" and contains three central theses. Firstly, a work of art should describe through vivid characters the experience of class and social struggle. Secondly, it should stick to realism, truthfully portraying typical characters under typical circumstances. And thirdly, it should employ the principle of alienation (cf. Sudar 2013: 138-40) . We can see that the cited prerequisites replicate the ideological demands of socialist realism: the true Marxist film is conceived as a photodocument meant to transmit generic, that is, mythic truths.
In this line of thought, the pseudo-documentary realism employed by Petrović should be understood as a realism that relies on pseudo-documents. The act of falsification takes place in the development, pre-production and production phase. I Even Met Happy Gypsies is not based on documentary footage that has been subsequently manipulated to support the director's perspective; in reverse, it is a feature film planned out to the last detail as an ethnographic documentation. Sudar reports that Petrović scouted the region of Vojvodina with his crew "painstakingly looking for locations, authentic clothes and authentic characters for the film" (2013: 126). His team of collaborators included the main professional actors, the cameraman, set designer, costume designer and Petrović's wife, Branka Petrović, of whom -notably -none belongs to the Roma community (cf. Sudar 2013: 150) . Critics highlight the use of the Romani language as another special feature that amplifies the film's authenticity, but the opening credits make it evident that Petrović used a translator to render his script into Romani. So when we hear his characters addressing each other as "dirty gypsy", it is the director's concealed voice speaking through them. The high level of authorship thus only serves to consolidate the mechanism of meticulous falsification: all the constituent elements in the film -from location, props and set-up, through actors, to film script, music and direction -are selected ultimately by one person, Aleksandar Petrović, according to his own criteria for gypsy authenticity. The Serbian filmmaker's mastery lies in his ability to present the imagined gypsy as a scientific imprint of the real. The hierarchy of roles in his film lays bare the power structures at work in Eurocentric culture and exemplifies the detrimental consequences of the definition monopoly that the majority exercises over the minority.
A counterexample that offsets the tendency towards one-dimensionality and absolutism in Petrović's approach is offered by Akira Kurosawa's feature film Dodes'ka-den (1970) , with an Oscar nomination. Also conceived as harsh social critique, Kurosawa's film reveals the seamy side of Japanese economic boom in the 1950s. It presents in a sympathetic light a gallery of slum-dwellers who are forced to deal with abject poverty and all the crippling circumstances it brings along. Unlike Petrović, the Japanese director portrays his characters as individuals, not as exemplary representatives of a stigmatized ethnic group. He also maintains an ambivalent and self-reflexive stance towards the truths voiced by his film. On the one hand, he exposes the ravaging psychological consequences of poverty: his protagonists are plagued by alcoholism, insanity, disability, illness, beggary, theft, violence and everyday cruelty. Yet, for brief moments, accessible only to insiders, his film glimpses beneath the characters' rough exterior and shows them to be equally capable of loving, of having strong family and friendship bonds, of struggling with injustice and dreaming of a better life. The director justifies the characters' personalities with their poverty, but also rejects this explanation as insufficient. He hints that there is something more to the outcasts that transcends the wretched conditions they are forced to live in. In contrast to Kurosawa, Petrović presents his gypsy characters as irresistibly fascinating, only to discredit them afterwards by pointing to their human inferiority. His approach finds a justifiable explanation in the gritty reality of gypsy existence. The two films exhibit the same difference of approach in the way they handle the cinematic conventions of realism. While Petrović's efforts are concentrated on cementing the illusion of reality by alluding in numerous ways to the science of ethnography and the evidentiary power of the photographic image, Kurosawa incorporates in his film an element of self-reflexivity. There are several moments in Dodes'ka-den when the realistic illusion fades away to be replaced by theatricality. The verisimilitude of the setting transforms to evoke an association with a theatre stage, while the protagonists' exaggerated make-up points to their actual identity as actors. In this manner, Kurosawa openly acknowledges the limitations of his film, its inability to tell the whole story of the Japanese social outcasts in the 1950s, whereas Petrović makes the ambitious and dangerous claim of offering the distilled truth about gypsies.
The tell-tales of gypsy masquerade in Balkan gypsy films
Another detail that escapes the rigour of critical attention is that three of the four leading roles in I Even Met Happy Gypsies are assigned to non-Roma professional actors. In fact, this gypsy-masquerade formula underpins most gypsy films, regardless of whether they are produced in the Balkans or not: a nonRoma director (i.e. a member of the national majority) writes or co-authors a story about gypsies and then films it with non-Roma actors in a Roma neighbourhood. The local inhabitants are given the supporting roles; these nonprofessional actors serve as ethnographic props, their main function being to provide an authentic background to the story. To see the inherent absurdity of this set-up, the reader should try to consider the same scenario with another cast of participants: a Roma director writes a story about the (stereo)typical Serbian character and films it in an existing Serbian village employing other Roma for the lead roles, while the village dwellers are assigned supporting and background roles. The film, then, is internationally praised for its authentic and respectful depiction of Serbian life and subsequently receives an Oscar nomination; the director and his lead cast are invited to work in Hollywood.
To make it clear, what comes under critique here is not the artist's choice to shoot a film about the Roma minority -everyone is free to present their views on anyone else regardless of ethnic affiliation -but it becomes problematic when a film with such a biased set-up presents itself and for that matter is widely accepted as ethnographically truthful.
On auto-communication and gypsy masquerade by way of conclusion
Films about gypsy lifestyle are not simply cultural products representing one of the many obscure minorities on the territory of Europe. The marginality of gypsies, their status of "exemplary pariahs, outcast, the very bottom of internal hierarchies throughout Europe", as it has been described by Živković (qtd. in Iordanova 2001: 217) , is a cultural phenomenon that cannot and should not be understood solely in terms of minority politics or ethnography. The gypsy figure, as it has been imagined by European writers, politicians, ethnographers, artists, etc., belongs to the body of cultural universals; in fact it constitutes the most significant structural element in European culture (mentality): its boundary in a personified form. This view has also been expressed by the anthropologist Mattijs van de Port who says that "Gypsies represent what we are although we are not allowed to be it" (1998: 154). Europeanness as an identity is constructed in opposition to this fictional phantom; that is why most Europeans feel they know gypsies even if they do not have personal acquaintances or contacts. The ability to recognize the gypsy figure speaks of one's proficiency in the grammar of whiteness (=Europeanness). Moreover, in the process of constructing the reality of one's own existence, European culture confers reality to the imagined gypsy -as Petrović's film clearly demonstrates -by resorting to the persuasive powers of religious and scientific discourse, modern aesthetics and technological innovations. The imagined gypsies are thus aligned with the other European minorities, forming an ethnic group that unfortunately happens to be "marginal and poorly adapted" rebelling against the "straitjacket of the remote and unattainable European standard" (Iordanova 2001: 214) . The imputed non-integrability of gypsies is a ploy that European culture uses to reanimate the image of its boundary: as long as gypsies remain poorly adapted, the centre can bring the issue to the focus of public attention and find justification for its disciplinary measures. As ritualistic revivals of the boundary of whiteness, gypsy films have more than one function. Firstly, they enable a powerful emotional discharge of suppressed desires and thus bring psychological stability to the system. Through gypsy films, Europeans are allowed to transgress in their own phantasy the imposed cultural boundaries; by identifying with the gypsy protagonists, they can succumb to the illicit pleasure of disobedience (= freedom) and then, when the film is over, return to 'normality'. What accounts for the unparalleled public success of Petrović's films is its compensatory psychological effect: Sudar reports that the film broke all box-office records in Yugoslavia in the first year of its release, that "for years to come the film held the record as the most popular film shown in Yugoslavia" and "was subsequently sold in over 100 countries " (cf. Sudar 2013: 144) . Such topsy-turvies enable temporary release from oppressive norms, but also bring new vigour to the imposition of norms.
Secondly, by using gypsies as their "mouthpieces", artists can enjoy greater artistic freedom, they can also circumvent censorship and safely voice their critique towards the dominant norm (be it feudalism, puritanism, socialism or industrial capitalism). In the time of the Soviet Union, for instance, gypsy tropes were used to avoid censorship. Alaina Lemon quotes a theatre director who admits that "he has always hidden behind Gypsy imagery in order to get away with staging anti-socialist themes" (1996: 491). The case with Balkan filmmakers is another confirmation of this practice. This is what Sudar has to say here:
Hypothetically, had Beli Bora not been a Gypsy outsider but rather a Serbian university professor who gambled, drank and constantly pursued impractical plans and finally committed a murder as a result of an uncontrolled passion, the Yugoslav authorities would undoubtedly have been concerned about the "message" of his film. Petrović sets his narrative amongst the Gypsies, who were -sadly -admitted to be outsiders in society, and so he points to society's ills and his authorial critique could go far without offending anyone. If either of the majority groups had been used, they would have undoubtedly been offended . . . (Sudar 2013: 142) Interestingly, Sudar sees Petrović's "clever" maneuver of bypassing censorship as a commendable and justifiable artistic strategy, entirely skirting the pertaining issue of ethics. He also does not deem it necessary to clarify why of all ethnic minorities only the Roma would not feel offended by such a denigrating (re)presentation. Another point that should be highlighted here is the remarkable unanimity of opinion across Europe as to what gypsies are like: in spite of the Cold War and the time-old opposition between Western and Eastern Europe, audiences on both sides of the West/East divide could agree about the "truths" expressed in the film and feel united by them. As European non-whites, gypsies constitute vertically the lowest element in the European civilizational hierarchy; spatially they are its outermost boundary.
The third function of gypsy films and especially of Balkan gypsy films is to make a performative claim -on behalf of the respective Balkan national majority -to Europeanness. Here the parallel established with blackface is particularly valuable as it illustrates the paradoxical mechanism by which whiteness is conferred to peripheral groups (the Jewish immigrants in America or the Balkan nations in Europe). By donning the mask of the denigrated Other, (social or ethnic) groups who are considered ambivalently white go through a kind of initiation rite into white "civilized" society, confirming and conforming to its symbolical order. By projecting their less desired features onto gypsies, the inhabitants of the Balkan states can prove to be true Europeans. In this line of thought, the pervasive preoccupation with gypsy authenticity in film can be read as a preoccupation with one's own European identity, expressed in reverse.
The benefits from staging gypsy masquerade are immediate and immediately visible: I Even Met Happy Gypsies worked as a springboard out of the Balkans for its non-Roma cast. It secured an unheard-of career leap for its director and leading cast of actors, integrating them instantly into the cinematic circles of the West. Patridge mentions that the film's international acclaim "elevated the director, Aleksandar Petrović, to the first rank of European directors". Bekin Fehmiu, the Sarajevo-born actor of Albanian origin who plays "the heart-throb" Bora, was directly catapulted to the US dream factory to become "the first Eastern European actor to star in Hollywood during the Cold War, appearing in over 40 films alongside cinematic legends such as Dirk Bogarde, Ava Gardner, Claudia Cardinale, Robert Shaw and Olivia de Havilland" ("Bekim Fehmiu" 2010). Petrović's gypsy film, however, produced its magicwand effect only on the professional careers of its Serbian cast, none of the Roma actors have been affected by it. This is generally the fate of Roma playing in gypsy films: Iordanova gives a long list of Roma actors whose remarkable contribution to cinematic art has been left unacknowledged. She also mentions the disrespectful treatment which these artists were exposed to during filming sessions, tours or festivals (2003: 7-8) . The appalling attitude towards Roma actors also points to the stubbornness with which Eurocentric culture refuses to make a distinction between the imagined gypsy and actual people. If the staging of gypsy masquerade propels the careers of non-Roma actors to unimaginable heights, for Roma actors it only means confinement to the stigma they supposedly carry in their bones.
Finally, there is one widely circulated thesis about Balkan gypsy films, put forward in Iordanova's book, which needs to be dismantled here. Iordanova claims that gypsy films/subplots are present throughout the cinemas in the Balkan region because they serve "as a means of self-representation, of admitting and reflecting on one's own marginality " (2001: 215) . In her view, "the endemic Balkan cinematic celebration of free-wheeling Roma" revolves around "a specific 'projective identification'" and is led by one desire: the Balkans want to appear to Europe the way gypsies appear to mainstream society -"marginal and poorly adapted but likeable for their vigour and non-traditional exuberant attitude " (2001: 214) . This is the reason why, Iordanova continues, gypsies are not perceived as a menace and receive, by and large, a positive, compassionate and respectful portrayal in Balkan films. In support of her projection argument, the film specialist quotes a number of scholars from different academic fields; this is a position that we also maintain in this article. However, Iordanova's claim that the Balkans identify with gypsies and want to be seen as such needs serious critical re-evaluation. First, this idea matches the Balkanist discourse which the Bulgarian historian Maria Todorova outlines in her book Imagining the Balkans. Todorova's account also indicates that the image of the Balkans, as it has been constructed in the West since eighteenth century, bears many similarities with the gypsy artefact. The geographic signifier is saturated with all the familiar disparagements: un-European, the Other within Europe, at odds with the norms of behaviour devised for the civilised world, situated outside of historical time, a bridge between East and West and as such semi-developed, semi-colonial, semi-civilised. The Balkans are treated as an incomplete self, an anomaly and an illustration of the lowermost case, also as non-white or coloured, which allows the West to circumvent the usual charges of racism, colonialism or Eurocentrism. And also, " [t] he Balkans have served as a repository of negative characteristics against which a positive and selfcongratulatory image of the "European" and the West has been constructed" (cf. Todorova 1997: 3, 7, 16, 188) . Thus, the thesis that Balkan filmmakers try to win the sympathies of Western audiences by offering endearing gypsy stories as an indirect excuse for their own barbarism only testifies to the pervasive power of balkanism. It is also symptomatic of the degree to which this insidious discourse has been internalised not only by Balkan filmmakers, but also by scholars originating from the Balkans.
And second, Iordanova's identification thesis does not take into account the symbolic ideal of whiteness and the string of hierarchies it creates to ensure complicity across the European semiosphere. The imagined gypsies embody the outer boundary of whiteness (= humanity), a position that no one would willingly choose for oneself. To avoid the threat of extreme marginalisation, Balkan nations are forced to perform constant boundary maintenance and demonstrate difference (= superiority) to gypsies, hence the proliferation of gypsy film/subplots in the region. The endemic popularity of gypsy films is indicative of the political and cultural pressure the Balkans are put under as imputed peripheral un-European zone; this is what fuels their persistent need to distance themselves from the downmost level, that of the imagined gypsies. The widely accepted view that Balkan films offer a sympathetic representation of gypsy figures contains a grain of truth. Indeed, most Balkan films, and Petrović's film in particular, treat gypsies with a paternalistic benevolence, but they do so only after showing gypsies to be inferior beings, occupying a different stage of human development, if only in matter of degrees. The gypsy aberrant nature is first exposed in a spirit of unanimity and majority's consensus and then celebrated for its exuberant non-conventionality or generously commiserated. The accumulated consequences from this struggle for cultural dominance among European nations are eventually shouldered by the Roma.
